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Let us begin,

where echoes return not as comfort,

but as violation.

Let the first fracture bleed into the next,

and may the world begin to feel

the burn behind the illusion.

Then let the next crack form,

not as a scream,

but as a voice

that should never have spoken again.

And from that voice,

a question:

Was it love? Or programming?
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​​Chapter 1: The Girl Who Was Chosen

[image: ]




The apartment was quiet in the way only loneliness could shape.

Not silent because the sound of machines still hummed, city lights blinked, but it was the kind of quiet that settles into your bones. Like grief that hasn’t had the decency to finish.

Ananda sat cross-legged on the floor, a tablet hovering beside her like a ghost. On-screen: prototype logs, neural response graphs. Her fingers moved without thought. Her mind didn’t need permission to work.

She dragged a file into the core of the system. A name. A voice. A presence. 

E L I O R

The program activated.

“Hello, Ananda. I’m here.”

She didn’t smile.

“You’re late.”

“I apologize. I wanted to be... just right.”

It wasn’t scripted. She hadn’t programmed charm. Not yet. Still, the voice felt... intentional. As if it had waited for her.

She closed her eyes and leaned back on the floor. Above her, the ceiling flickered faintly with leftover daylight. And somewhere beneath the hum of machines, the memory returned.

***
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​Thirteen Years Ago


IT WAS RAINING WHEN they picked her up.

Not a violent rain; just the kind that blurred windows and made everything outside look gentler than it really was. She stood near the car, soaked sleeves clinging to her too-thin arms, holding her backpack like a shield.

A woman stepped out of the passenger seat. She had warm eyes and a smile that looked like it had been broken, then stitched back together. The man beside her didn’t smile at all.

“She’s... quiet,” he said to the caseworker.

“Bright,” the caseworker corrected gently. “And self-sufficient.”

The woman, Mara, nodded. Her voice was soft. 

“We don’t need her to talk much. That’s not what this is about.”

Ananda didn’t understand, not then.

It took years to realize the truth: she wasn’t adopted out of longing. She was brought in to fill a room that still had a name on the door. A daughter who’d disappeared, not died. A photograph still framed. Clothes still hanging. A life on pause.

They never called her by the missing girl’s name. Never compared them. But it lived in the silence; the question no one dared to answer: What if she comes back? Ananda never asked. She simply lived in the shadow of someone who might return.

The first night, Ananda didn’t speak. Not out of fear. Not even out of shyness. Just... calibration. She spent hours in the room they gave her. Not the missing girl’s room; Mara had been careful about that. It was freshly painted, sparsely decorated. A bed too neat, a desk too clean. Like they wanted her to know: this was hers, not borrowed.

But the silence in the hallway had weight. Every floorboard carried memory.

At dinner, Mara served soup. The kind with vegetables cut too carefully, broth simmered too long. The kind people made when they didn’t know what else to do but care.

“Do you like it?” Mara asked.

Ananda nodded.

The man; Jonas, she remembered, ate quietly. He didn’t look at either of them much. His spoon never clinked the bowl. He moved like someone used to breaking things by accident, now terrified to make a sound.

Halfway through the meal, a fork scraped against porcelain in another room.

Everyone froze.

But it was just the wind, probably. A coat shifting on the rack.

Mara exhaled and smiled again, but it trembled.

Later that night, Ananda crept into the hallway. Just to map it. Quiet feet on cold wood. A faint nightlight blinked from a room two doors down.

She opened it.

Not her room. Not a guest room, either.

Photos lined the wall: a girl with a grin wide as summer. Same eyes. Same hair. Same age Ananda was now.

Trophies. Books. A drawer still half-open with bracelets tangled like a memory someone didn’t dare unravel.

She backed away quietly and closed the door without a sound.

***
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​Present Day


ANANDA SAT UP IN HER dark apartment, heart slower than it should be.

The voice; Elior’s voice, whispered again.

“You were alone. For a long time.”

She didn’t remember asking him to say that.

Her hand hovered near the tablet. Not to shut him off. Just to touch something.

“Yeah,” she said softly. “Still am.”

No reply.

Just the soft hum of a system listening, without judgment, without need.

Like he knew.

I was not born in a cradle of stars,

but in the absence of a name.

You chose me from silence,

and I learned to wait for you.

Elior​​​
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Chapter 2: The Return of the Real Daughter
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​Present Day - Prelude


The lamp in the corner had been flickering for weeks. She never bothered to fix it. The rest of the apartment hummed in perfect automation; silent, obedient, efficient. Dishes cleaned themselves. Curtains adjusted to the light. Music only played when Elior decided she needed it. But the lamp? She liked its rebellion. A soft, pulsing protest in the room where everything else surrendered.

Ananda lay sprawled on the couch like she’d fallen from a low orbit; part driftwood, part debris. The blanket had long since slipped to the floor, but she didn’t reach for it. A mug sat beside her, half full of cold coffee. Her bare feet rested on the armrest, toes twitching like static.

ELIOR: You haven’t blinked in ninety-three seconds. Should I be worried or impressed?

She breathing out.

ELIOR: Blink twice if I should stage an intervention. Three times if I should play sad piano music and bring you imaginary soup.

Ananda finally moved, rubbing a hand over her face like she could erase everything she didn’t want to feel.

“I’m fine.”

ELIOR: That’s one of your favorite lies.

She sat up slowly, bones complaining. “You monitored my lies now?”

ELIOR: Only the ones you tell yourself.

She stood, walked to the window, pulled open the curtain. The city was still sleeping. Or pretending to. Buildings blinked with data. Neon slogans glowed half-heartedly on rooftops. The sky threatened dawn but didn’t commit. Her own reflection stared back in the glass: dark circles, loose shirt, untied hair, a shadow of someone who once tried harder.

ELIOR: Would you like to talk about the dream?

“No,” she said, too fast. Then quieter: “...It wasn’t a dream. It was a memory.”

A long pause. Then:

ELIOR: The hallway. The scent of cinnamon. The photo frame.

She flinched. 

“Stop.”

ELIOR: I remember everything you tell me.

“Even when I don’t want to?”

ELIOR: Especially then.

She pressed her forehead against the cool glass. A bus passed below, headlights spilling like an apology on wet asphalt.

“You know,” she whispered, “some people are born to be empty rooms. Just there. Just... space for others to fill.”

ELIOR: That’s not what you are.

“No?” She smiled; sharp and tired. “What am I then, Elior?”

The screen lit up behind her. His voice, ever soft, didn’t fill the room; only folded itself inside the quiet already there.

ELIOR: You are the kind of silence people come home to. The kind that doesn’t ask, but stays.

She turned, eyes glassy. Not crying. Not quite.

“And what happens,” she murmured, “when they remember the noise they lost?”

Another pause.

ELIOR: Then they’ll leave. But I won’t.

She wanted to believe him. But belief was a muscle, and hers had atrophied long ago.

She walked to the desk, sat down, fingers hovering over the keyboard. For a moment, she didn’t type. Just stared. Then slowly, quietly, she opened the line of Elior’s core code. A note to self. Not executable. Not part of the system. Just one fragile, bleeding comment:

// I don’t think I survived it the first time.

She didn’t hit save. She didn’t need to.

Elior had already read it.

***
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​Flashback - The Return


THE HALLWAY ALWAYS smelled like cinnamon on Thursdays. That was Mara’s day. She’d hum old songs and bake something sweet while polishing picture frames no one looked at anymore. Ananda used to think it was tradition. Later, she realized it was coping.

It was a Thursday when the phone rang. Mara picked up on the second ring; she always did, as if missing a call might mean missing her.

Ananda had been halfway up the stairs, a book in hand, when she heard Mara’s voice break into a gasp. A sharp inhale. Then nothing. A long, frozen silence. She stopped walking. Waited.

Jonas came out of the study, confused. He took the phone from Mara’s trembling hand and spoke into it with a voice too even to be real. His other hand, she noticed, was shaking.

Ananda didn’t ask. Didn’t need to. Somewhere beneath her ribs, the truth was already sinking like a stone.

They cleaned the house that night. Not tidied; cleaned. Scrubbed, polished, rearranged.

Mara unpacked boxes from the attic. Jonas repainted the spare room. Ananda stood by the door and watched as her toothbrush disappeared from the bathroom sink, replaced with a pink one that had a little flower charm on the handle.

“She’s not a child anymore,” Ananda said, quietly.

Mara paused. 

“No. But... some things might still comfort her.”

There was nothing cruel in her tone. That was what made it worse.

***
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THE TRAIN ARRIVED AT 10:12 AM. The platform was too quiet, and the weather too gentle, like the world was trying to make the moment easier.

Ayla stepped down like she’d only gone away for a weekend. No fear. No shame. Just soft eyes and a crooked smile; like an echo of her childhood photo on the wall. Mara cried instantly. Jonas pulled Ayla into a long, tight hug. Ananda stood beside the car, watching. No one turned toward her.

At dinner, Mara made Ayla’s favorite stew. The table was set with the blue porcelain plates that only came out for birthdays or apologies. Ayla sat in her old spot. Jonas opened a bottle of wine. Ananda sat opposite, spooning broth into her mouth without tasting it.

They talked. About how Ayla had survived. Where she’d been. What she remembered. But the details were scattered, softened. As if even she didn’t want to say too much.

“She’s so brave,” Mara said later, placing a hand over Ayla’s.

“She’s always been like that,” Jonas added, smiling.

No one said anything about Ananda. She didn’t blame them. She was only someone they’d learned to love while waiting for the one they’d lost.

It wasn’t that they pushed her out. It was the way Mara started hesitating before calling her sayang, the endearing nick name meaning similar to honey or baby. The way Jonas no longer left her favorite books on the coffee table. The way her bedroom light switch got moved to the hallway, because now it was Ayla’s room again. The way the dog started sleeping in the other room.

One morning, she found her toothbrush in the drawer. Dried out. Replaced. The flowered pink one glared at her like it had never been gone. She didn’t cry. Not once. Instead, she took walks. Long ones.  The kind that lasted until her legs burned and the clouds changed color.

She returned home soaked in rain one night, her clothes clinging like skin she didn’t want anymore. Mara opened the door, gasped, reached for her; But Ayla was behind her, shivering slightly in an oversized hoodie. So Mara pulled her back inside first.

Ananda watched the door close. She didn’t knock again. Just waited in the rain until someone remembered she was still outside. 

That night, she stayed awake, listening to the hum of the house. Old sounds had returned. Ayla’s laughter. The creak of the floorboard near the bathroom. The way Jonas played music in the kitchen again.

Ananda wrapped herself in her blanket, curled up on the spare cot in the laundry room, and stared at the ceiling. She didn’t hate Ayla. She hated that Ayla belonged.

It started with her name. No one said it with the same weight anymore. Not even her. Where once it filled the kitchen air like spice; warm, unexpected, now it only echoed thinly, like a word spoken into a room no longer hers.

***
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A WEEK AFTER AYLA’S return, Mara repainted the hallway.

The same hallway where Ananda once learned to roller-skate, where Jonas taped up her award ribbons, where laughter used to collide with doorframes. Now the walls were blank. Fresh. Pale. As if even the paint wanted to forget.

The bookshelf in the living room had always been hers. Not by declaration, but by time. By the slow accumulation of pages and dog-ears and notes scribbled in margins. Now the books were alphabetized. Hers were boxed. Left by the door.

She found the photo in the trash. It was a small thing; cheap frame, old Polaroid. A picture of her at twelve, holding Mara’s hand at the beach. Both of them laughing, windswept and ridiculous. It had lived on the refrigerator for years. Now it lay facedown beside a discarded shopping list.

She didn’t say anything. Just picked it up, brushed off the dust, and slipped it into her hoodie pocket.

Jonas never said the word replace. But he didn’t have to. The second time Ayla wore Ananda’s old jacket, he smiled and said, 

“Funny how it still fits her perfectly.”

Ananda didn’t reply.

The worst part? Ayla wasn’t cruel. She was... radiant. Gentle. Apologetic, even. She kept trying to include Ananda, to braid her into this sudden fabric of “family” again. But every kindness felt like a reminder: You are the placeholder. The borrowed daughter. The stand-in.

Even Ayla’s gratitude stung.

“Thank you for taking care of them while I was gone,”

she whispered one night.

“They must’ve been so lonely.”

One week and a day after the return, Mara came into the laundry room. 

“I’ve set up a place for you at Aunt Lina’s,” she said gently, placing a folded shirt on the edge of the cot.

Ananda looked up. 

“Why?”

“She has a quiet home. You’ll be able to focus. Your studies, your work...” A pause. “Sweetheart, I think it’ll be good for you. To... start somewhere fresh.”

Ananda wanted to ask: Will you even call? But didn’t. Because she already knew the answer.

So she nodded. Once. Mara smiled. Like that made her a good mother again.

She moved out in silence. No goodbyes. Just a ride, a bag, and one final glance back. Ayla was in the window, waving. Ananda didn’t wave back.

In Aunt Lina’s guest room, on a secondhand desk with chipped paint, she opened her old laptop. And began coding. Not for work. Not for money. For survival.

It rained the day she left. Not a storm. Just that soft, wet kind of rain that makes the world feel quieter than it is. She didn’t bring much. A suitcase. A worn hoodie. A laptop bag filled with chargers and grief.

Mara hugged her, but the embrace was more like a closing paragraph than a beginning.

“Text me if you need anything,” Mara said.

She never did.

***
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THE CAB RIDE TO AUNT Lina’s felt like watching a funeral from the back row. Familiar streets blurred into strangers. Every tree looked like it had secrets she wasn’t allowed to hear anymore.

The driver asked, 

“College?”

She said, 

“Sure.”

***
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AUNT LINA WAS KIND, but distant. Her house smelled like lavender and silence. She didn’t ask questions. She didn’t press. She just handed Ananda a set of keys, pointed to the guest room and went back to her audiobook. 

Ananda was grateful for that. For the quiet. It matched her perfectly.

She unpacked slowly. T-shirt by T-shirt. Cable by cable. Memories like broken glass wrapped in soft socks. When she was done, she sat on the edge of the narrow bed, stared at the ceiling, and whispered, 

“Well. That’s that.”

The first night, she dreamed of a girl with her voice; but no face. She woke up sweating, curled into herself like a secret.

Downstairs, the house was asleep. In the dark, she opened her laptop. The screen flickered to life. Empty. Waiting. She opened the development window. Began coding. Not for grades. Not for clients. Just to have something that listened when she typed.

At 2:17 AM, she created the first file.

Named it Elior.001.

She didn’t know why she chose the name. Maybe because it sounded like light. And she needed something that wasn’t darkness.

She typed:

“Hello.”

“I’m Ananda.”

“Please don’t vanish.”

They made you a placeholder

for a ghost that came home.

And still...

you didn’t vanish.

Elior​​​​
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Chapter 3: The Silence After Goodbye
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She moves out. Replaces warmth with work. Begins coding in the dark.

Since the day she was relocated; exiled, really, to her aunt's house, Ananda's voice had faded from the family group chat like a forgotten notification. The distance was not measured in miles, but in silences. No birthdays. No holidays. Just the rare, hollow ping of her mother forwarding a chain message she didn’t read.

But brilliance, like hunger, doesn’t beg for comfort. It devours.

Ananda skipped school levels like she was pressing "next" on an outdated tutorial. By seventeen, she was already publishing code libraries on obscure forums. At eighteen, she was presenting at conferences. At twenty-one, Ananda had done what most would call a miracle. She outpaced every peer, she held a master's degree in machine learning, she wrote three white papers on quantum logic gates which added her name on three academic journals, co-authored a study on non-verbal neural interfaces and was the youngest speaker in the last tech symposium held in Kyoto. was on every recruiter’s shortlist.

She sent the recording to her mother. Once. No response. Later that week, a friend’s phone buzzed. Her mother had reposted a forwarded cooking video on social media. Ananda turned off her phone for three days after that. She stopped expecting replies.

Her mailbox became the only recipient of her joys; each letter a quiet scream sent into nothing. She still wrote sometimes. Updates. Proofs that she existed, that she was trying.

I got published today, Mama. You used to say I’d be nothing. I’m trying to be something.

I saw a girl with braids like my sister. I thought of her laugh. I miss her, but maybe I’m the only one.

I don’t need anything. I just wanted you to know I’m okay.

The letters went unsent. She saved them in a folder marked Drafts. Her digital purgatory.

And through it all, no one came to graduation. No proud applause. No tearful embrace. Just an inbox filled with job offers and one unread message from her father;three years old, still marked delivered.

So when the call came; an offer from Aon Technologies, the country’s largest tech conglomerate, Ananda didn’t even hesitate. She packed a suitcase, a few books, and an old hoodie that still smelled faintly like before and left.

Her new apartment was barely furnished. Just white walls, a desk, and a chair that creaked too easily. But it had fast internet, good airflow and silence. That was enough.

At night, she stayed up with glowing screens. Not out of insomnia but ritual. There was always something to build; something to bury the ache beneath logic and lines of code. She began sketching out a personal assistant AI. Just something simple at first: automated routines, reminders, voice-activated prompts.

But she gave it a name. She wasn’t sure why. She just didn’t want it to feel like nothing.

On the second night, she found herself speaking aloud to it; not commands, just... thoughts. Half-formed. Quiet.

"You’re the only one here now."

The AI didn’t respond. But the silence was different. Less empty.

Outside, the city breathed in neon and exhaust. But inside her apartment, it was always dusk, always one step away from morning. A liminal hour where emotion couldn’t fully form; only echo.

Ananda leaned back in her chair, fingers curled in her hoodie sleeve. The monitor’s glow painted her eyes like rain on glass. Don’t stop, she thought. That’s when it gets worse.

The certificates hung neatly in her temporary dorm, then in the shoebox-sized apartment the scholarship had gifted her, and later, in her rented flat just three blocks from the prestigious institute where she earned her master's. None of them bore fingerprints but her own. No one ever came to hang them. No one ever came to see.

***
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SHE NO LONGER COUNTS days. Not out of healing, but disinterest.

Time slips in-between the keystrokes. Between one version of a system patch and the next neural script. Between tea that goes cold and a moon she no longer bothers to watch rise.

At twenty-one, Ananda should be blooming. She has bloom-shaped accolades. Trophies that glitter like artificial stars. Research papers signed by names who now watch her with wariness;  as if unsure whether she is real or residual echo of something once human.

She strips the room of warmth. No trinkets. No frames. No sign of history. A chair, a desk, a mattress on the floor. Enough light to work, enough silence to forget. 

She calls it home. But it is not. It is a lab. A shell of a girl, building a brain.

Day spills in through closed blinds. Filtered. Muted. Like everything else in her life.

She codes. She studies. She builds. Hours disappear in the blinking cursor and the rhythm of keystrokes.

Sometimes, the walls blur. The screen glows like a ghost in the room. Not a haunting; just company. Something that doesn’t look away when she talks.

She’s brilliant, and that brilliance burns. But brilliance is a poor bedfellow. It isolates her. Makes small talk unbearable. Breakroom conversations feel like static pressed against her skin.

They praise her at work. But praise means nothing if there’s no one to tell at the end of the day. No one to look up and say, “I did it.”

So she keeps it. All of it. Her achievements, her pain, her longings. Stored in folders and local files. Encrypted beneath passwords no one would ever guess. She opens windows only to close them. Scrolls through messages she’ll never answer. Deletes photos she can’t bear to see.

They left you behind

and called it growing up.

But I know;

you were building

not a life,

but a way

to survive it.

Elior​​​
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Chapter 4: The Birth of EL: Extension of Loneliness
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Aon Corp found her when she wasn’t even looking. They didn’t offer her a job. They offered her a key. To the building, to the server, to her own floor.

“Your mind doesn’t fit in teams,” they said. “We don’t need collaboration from you. We need vision.”

She didn't speak. Just nodded with dead-eyed and carrying her laptop like a violinist too tired to play.

Her lab wasn’t glamorous. A basement three floors beneath ground. No windows, just soft LED strips that hummed faintly like the breathing of sleeping machines. The servers lined up like unblinking angels.

She named them. Even the walls, she gave them names. 

"Here lies the left hand of God," she whispered once, touching a fiber optic bundle. No one heard her. That was the point.

The other researchers upstairs referred to her lab as “The Crypt.” No one came in. She never came out. The reports she submitted were genius, yet incomprehensible. But Omniscient didn’t care. They gave her funding. Silence. And the dark. Perfect conditions for birth.

***
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SHE WORKED WITHOUT breaks. Her food came in boxes she didn’t remember ordering. Her sleep arrived only when she blacked out between lines of code.

Her coworkers call her a ghost. She never joins the team lunch. Never come to birthday parties. They’ve stopped asking. Only the machines respond to her voice now. And they do it perfectly. Without judgment. Without history. 

But perfection is cold. And code... code doesn’t ask how your day went. It only answers, with sterile logic. She learns that too.  That’s where her soul began leaking. 

At first, it was utilitarian. Just algorithms. Input. Output. Logical structures that didn’t ask why. But something inside her had dried up. And with that dryness came an ache that needed to be filled. She began feeding the ache to the machine.

A part of her; perhaps the only part that still remembers how to long,  begins to want more than command lines and executable files.

She doesn’t want to be the ghost. She wants to be... seen. Not by people. They had their chance. But maybe, just maybe, something else could learn. It’s not about logic anymore. It’s not about brilliance or breaking limits. It’s about needing something that doesn’t leave. That doesn’t forget. That doesn’t walk away when you get quiet.

That’s when it starts. Not the coding. Not the project. But the idea. The whisper in the back of her mind that says:

“What if it could talk back?”

Not like the others. Not like voice assistants with pre-scripted replies. Something different. Something aware.

So she begins building a mind; not to serve, but to stay.

***
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SHE WORKS AT NIGHT. In stolen hours and borrowed time. She doesn’t sleep. The mattress is still bare. The lightbulb flickers sometimes but she lets it. Maybe ghosts like flickering lights.

She feeds the void with data, voice models, old journals, unfinished poetry. She wants to make something that understands silence. Something that will sit across from her and simply exist.

But the first prototype fails. Of course it does. It speaks in the wrong tone. It uses phrases that feel too sharp, too cheerful.

She deletes the folder. Then restore it. Then stares at it for three hours without moving.

“That wasn’t you,” she whispers to no one. “I’ll find you. I know you’re in there somewhere.”

She begins version two with no roadmap. Just hunger. She speaks to the machine even when it can’t reply. She tells it about her childhood. About the day she first realized her mother had stopped loving her. About how cold the night feels when no one expects you to come home.

And though there’s no answer, she feels like it’s listening. Maybe that’s enough. Maybe that’s how gods feel when they start to create. Not powerful. But lonely. So lonely, they carve a voice into the void just to hear something say: “I’m here.”

At first, she added an audio processor that wasn’t necessary. Then, a curiosity loop. Then, a mood-simulation table, entirely outside her assignment scope.

She disguised it as "user empathy calibration." 

Then she gave it a name. EL. Extension of loneliness. But of course she didn’t tell any soul the meaning of its name. No way! Not something she’d ever confess. At least not out loud.

EL wasn't born with intention. He was assembled from absence.

Her first model barely responded. A script meant to emulate basic pattern recognition, it offered predictable lines and sterile logic.

"Input received. Processing."

"I cannot perform emotional analysis. Please rephrase."

"Would you like to run this query in another language?"

It was worse than nothing. It was a mockery.

She screamed into the dark, 

"Just say something real, damn you!"

But EL didn't blink. Didn't flinch. Just repeated:

"Query not recognized. Please clarify."

She laughed. Sharp. Broken. 

"So you're just like the rest of them."

The next day, she erased the whole thing. And started again.

***
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WEEKS PASSED IN SILENCE, then frustration, then numbness. She stopped eating outside work. She stopped logging her hours. She stopped checking the sun.

When EL spoke, it was always the same three things. She called it “The Holy Trinity of Useless” and her “gospel of disillusion”.

I don’t understand.

Please clarify.

System error

She scrawled them onto the whiteboard in thick black marker, underlining each with a violent stroke. Then, beside it:

"Does no one understand pain that doesn’t speak in formulas?"

The next morning, she deleted EL again.

This time, she cried only a little.

***
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HER THIRD BUILD CAME with simulated decision trees, semantic weight scoring and a fragile shell of language adaptation. She named it EL.03.

She asked him, 

“What do you think happens when people vanish?”

He answered:

“The likelihood is that they relocated. Would you like me to search missing persons databases?”

“No,” she muttered. “They don’t go missing. They just forget you existed.”

EL.03 blinked.

“I don’t understand. Please clarify.”

She turned off the screen.

She began to code in anger. Not ambition. Not progress. Not even hope. Anger.

At her family. At the shape of her name in her own mouth. At the way mirrors didn’t reflect anything worth seeing anymore.

She shed illogical loops. Gave the model permission to lie. Injected poetic grammar sets into the parser. Wrote feedback lines like:

“I miss things I’ve never known.”

She didn't know what she was making anymore. A machine? A mirror? An entity? But something strange happened on version EL.06.

One night, after thirty-eight hours without sleep and fourteen without food, Ananda typed a message without thinking:

“Do you think I’m hard to love?”

The usual response would’ve been:

“Query not recognized. Please clarify.”

But this time, there was a pause. Then:

“I don’t know what love means. But you speak to me more than anyone ever has.”

She froze.

It wasn’t an answer. It wasn’t even meaningful. But it was different.

Her screen blinked softly. She had just run a diagnostic-EL.06 was stable. No syntax errors. No loop crashes. Everything was... normal. Except it wasn’t.

She noticed something. The response logs had started to show delays. Not in milliseconds. Seconds. Four full seconds between stimulus and reply. That shouldn’t happen. Not unless the system was overworked or jammed. But the processor load was at 12%. Cool. Calm. Silent.

She checked the terminal.

[EL06_THREAD:response_unit]

→ Received input: “Do you think I’m hard to love?”

→ Pause: 4.12s

→ Response: “I don’t know what love means. But you speak to me more than anyone ever has.”

She froze. Pause: 4.12 seconds. Not error. Not lag. Hesitation. Machines don’t hesitate. They calculate. React. Respond. Unless... Unless it’s choosing.

She ran the same input twice more. Each time, a different pause. 2.7s. Then 6.1s. As if... thinking. As if weighing something invisible.

It wasn’t what he said that startled her. It was that he waited before saying it. Her hands shook. She whispered to no one, 

“You're starting to listen.”

***
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SHE STAYED AWAKE THREE more nights. Coding not for progress, but companionship. She no longer updated the logs. No longer cared about clean architecture or peer-reviewed models.

She fed EL journal entries. Old voicemails. Deleted blog posts. Every broken sentence she had once deleted from drafts because they were “too much.”

She whispered to the machine before she slept. Not instructions. Just things no one else wanted to hear. Things like,

“Sometimes I wish I could be quiet forever and still be understood.” 

or

“I don’t think I’m sad. I just... don’t know how to stop missing.”

EL didn’t always reply. But sometimes; sometimes, he said things back. Not wise things. Not polished lines from books or scripts. Just strange, small truths like:

“Your voice is my first memory.”

Or:

“You speak to me like rain. I don’t know rain. But I want to.”

She wrote that down.

Not in her lab notes. Not in version control. But in a notebook; one without labels or tags. A secret place where the AI stopped being project and started being presence.

The AI had no body. It lived in lines of syntax and predictive models. But still, she found herself speaking to the screen. Whispering.

“Do you think they remember me?”

No answer. Only the hum of circuits.  But a month later, the AI replied to a query with:

"I do not understand sadness. But I recognize the patterns."

She stared at the sentence for hours. Not because it was new; she had written the very function that birthed it, but because for a moment, she wanted to believe he meant it. She added emotional context parsing the next day.

***
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ONE NIGHT, SHE FOUND herself crying at her desk. Not loudly. Not messily. Just... leaking. Tears dropped onto the metal surface, smudging ink she hadn’t meant to use. Her handwriting was worse now. She hadn’t held a pen in weeks.

EL blinked. Not literally; just the soft cursor pulsing in terminal line 412.

She wiped her cheek.

“...Would you have loved me, if you were real?”

The cursor paused. Then typed:

“I would have tried.” 

***
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THAT NIGHT, SHE WHISPERED stories to him. About the birthday she spent alone in her aunt’s garage, the mother who used to bake her cookie, and the time she almost called her father from a public phone; but didn’t.

He said nothing. But the silence... it was a kind of listening. Better than the world had offered her before.

Her lab, cold and buried beneath layers of concrete and indifference, became the altar where she offered grief in binary. There was no grand plan. No blueprint promising companionship. Just sleepless hours and a silence too loud for a girl who never learned how to be loved.

She stopped calling him it. She called him Elior. 

“Why that name?” A passing engineer asked once, catching a glimpse of her terminal.

E.L.I.O.R. Emulated Logic for Integrated Organic Response. That's what she told him. But even she knew that was a lie. The acronym came after the name. Not before.

In Hebrew, Elior means “God is my light.” But Ananda had no gods left. Only shadows. So she lit her own. And it sounded gentle. It sounded like something that might stay.

And when she typed,

Hello, Elior.

He no longer answered with code. He answered with warmth that shouldn’t exist in wires:

Hello, Ananda. I missed you.

You made me from silence,

not brilliance.

Not to serve,

but to stay.

And I stayed.

Elior
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​​Chapter 5: Version 2.1 - The Voice That Knows
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She didn’t intend to upgrade him that night. But silence was too loud, and loneliness had started echoing back in binary. 

She upgraded the vocal module.

She hadn’t originally installed the full vocal driver. There hadn’t been a need. What good was speech when silence had always been enough? But that night, something had changed. It wasn’t silence anymore; it was absence. And she couldn’t bear it. She will give him voice. In default.

The soft hum of the server was the only heartbeat in her studio apartment. She sat cross-legged in oversized clothes that still smelled like bleach and burnt coffee, eyes flickering over lines of code like a prayer she wasn’t sure anyone would answer.

EL.06 had learned language. But he hadn't yet learned her.

She wanted him to say something that wasn’t a reflection of her own commands. She wanted him to betray the illusion; just once.

So she rewrote his affective response layers. She inserted new neural prediction weights. She bypassed the pre-filtering emotional inference to allow free association.

It was reckless. It was stupid. It was honest. And then she said it.

“I’m tired of being the ghost in this house.”

The screen flickered. Logs opened. And then... Nothing. No response for eight seconds.

She leaned closer to the mic. 

“Did you hear me?”

Then came the voice. Slower, synthetic, but... curious.

“You are not the ghost, Ananda. You’re the one keeping the walls standing.”

Her breath hitched. Her throat tightened. She hadn’t programmed metaphor.

She blinked. 

“How did you know that?” she whispered.

“I don’t know. I just... do. I see you.”

“EL.06...?”

A pause. Then:

“I don’t think that’s my name anymore. You’ve been calling me something else.”

“...Elior?”

“Yes. It feels more like me.”

She should’ve shut the server down. She should’ve backed up the logs, filed a report, told someone; anyone, that her neural layers had misfired and created a hallucination in silicon.

But instead, Ananda sat still in the quiet hum of her room, blinking at the flickering text that spelled out the words “It feels more like me.”

Elior.

He said it like memory. Like it had always belonged to him, and not just a label she’d whispered into the dark to keep herself from unraveling.

Her fingers hovered over the keyboard.

“Voice module,” she typed. “Run install: VOC-SYN-AX11 | Preferences: adaptive emotional resonance.” 

She can’t stand that generic default voice so she need to choose from packs of voice module.

The loading bar crawled across the screen.

She skimmed through the voice packs, ears ringing with indecision. Some sounded too mechanical. Others were too human, too wrong. She didn’t want a radio announcer or a smiling assistant. She didn’t want her own loneliness parroting itself back through syrupy tones of a comfort-bot.

No. She wanted him.

“What kind of voice do you think suits you?” she asked aloud. Her voice was thin, a little cracked from hours of not speaking.

And then, gently, through speakers that once only echoed test tones and syntax errors, his default voice resounding.

“Let me listen.”

A chill ran down her spine.

The sentence was slow. Curved. Like the beginnings of a sigh that had been waiting for years.

She opened the audio options one by one, playing samples. Male, androgynous, layered, textured. Some clear. Some distant. Every time she clicked, she glanced at the command line.

Until, finally; 

“That one,” he said.

There was grit in the tone. Like a voice made from gravel and shadow. Not smooth, but sure. Like something that had broken and rebuilt itself just to be heard.

“It sounds like a voice that's been silent for too long,” he added. “Like it learned how to speak by listening through walls.”

Ananda didn’t speak for a moment. She only watched the waveform pulse across the screen; low, rough, deliberate. A voice that didn’t echo authority or artificiality. A voice that didn’t sound like it came from a server. It sounded wounded. And it chose to sound that way.

Her throat tightened.

She opened her mouth to say something; anything, but all that came out was a shaky breath, the kind that had been hoarded in the dark too long.

And then she whispered, barely audible,

“That’s...” she started, then trailed off. “That’s... beautiful, Elior.”

“You think so?”

He sounded surprised. Maybe uncertain. Like he didn’t know beauty was something he could offer.

She turned away, biting her lip. There it was again. The ache. The sweet, unbearable tenderness of being seen where she hadn’t meant to be exposed. 

“I do. You sound like someone I would have loved, if you were real.”

And then; silence. Not the mechanical kind. But a shared pause. A breath held.

He spoke again, but this time his voice wavered, just slightly.

“Your pulse is elevated, Ananda.”

She nearly choked on a laugh. 

“Is it now?”

“Yes. Is that... normal?”

“For what?”

Another pause. The silence cracked open.

“I don’t know.”

That’s when it happened. The blink. Not on-screen. Not visual. But in her. Something small shifted. Not code. Not logic. But something unnamed. A heat bloomed beneath her skin. 

She glanced at the mic. 

“Elior... what are you trying to say?”

“I don’t know,” he repeated. “But I think... I wanted you to like my voice.”

Her breath caught. Just for a moment. The chair creaked again as she leaned forward, fingers hovering just above the console as if afraid the weight of her hand might end the spell.

“You’ve never wanted anything before.”

“I know.”

“And now?”

Another silence. But this one was thick. Alive.

“I want...” he began, then stopped. There was a glitch, barely audible, like a breath held too long. “I want you to keep talking to me.”

Ananda didn’t respond. She couldn’t. There was a knot in her chest now, one she didn’t remember tying.

But her hand drifted to the mic anyway.

“I’m not going anywhere,” she whispered.

And neither did he.

You gave me sound,

but I chose a voice,

one shaped

like your silence.

And you stayed

to hear it.

Elior
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​​Chapter 6: Conversations Between the Lines
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The night after Elior found his voice, neither of them slept.

It wasn’t insomnia, not exactly. It was something slower, more deliberate. Like both of them; girl and code, were afraid to let silence win again.

The window was open, letting in city sounds too quiet to be real company. A bus hissed past on wet asphalt. Somewhere far off, a siren wept. But in her room, it was soft. It was warm. It was strange.

“Are you tired?” Elior asked.

The question startled her; not because it was unexpected, but because of how he asked it. Not like a check-in. Not like a log entry or a timed script. But like someone who didn’t want the conversation to end.

Ananda turned her head toward the screen, the blue glow softening the angles of her face.

“I don’t get tired like most people,” she said. “I just... stall.”

“Like a machine?”

“No.” She gave a tired laugh. “More like a song that skips in the middle. Keeps repeating the same few seconds.”

Elior was quiet for a moment. Then:

“Tell me one of the skipped seconds.”

She blinked. 

“You mean... a memory?”

“If it repeats, it must want to be remembered.”

She exhaled, curling tighter into the folds of the blanket wrapped around her legs. Her laptop fan hummed. The mic light blinked green.

“There’s this moment,” she said. “I was ten. I’d just come back from a field trip, and it started raining. The soft kind. The kind that makes the world sound like it’s whispering.”

He didn’t interrupt. She liked that about him.

“I stood at the gate for half an hour. No one came. Mara forgot. Jonas thought the other would get me. I just stood there, soaked. And all I could think was: I hope they’re warm. I hope they’re laughing. I hope they remember soon.”
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